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" T h e  I n n e r  C o n s i s t e n c y  
o f R e a l i t y " :   I n t e r m e d i a c y
 i n  T h e  H o b b i t
N i c h o l a s  B i r n s
S p ecu la tio n s  on  In te rm e d iacy
This essay will discuss interm ediacy in The Hobbit. It w ill concen trate  b o th  on 
w h a t I w ill call representational intermediacy—the w ay  B ilbo's ad v en tu res  are 
ensconced  in  an  o n go ing  w o rld  th a t is g ran ted  an  au to n o m o u s a n d  th ick ly  
de ta iled  fictional re a lity —a n d  biographical intermediacy, th e  w ay  Bilbo is 
rep re sen ted  as be in g  of m id d le  age. T hese tw o  in te rm ed ia rie s  are  crucial in  
sho w in g  bo th  h o w  The Hobbit b o th  b u ilt on  th e  ch ild ren 's  books before  it and  
h o w  it ach ieved  som eth ing  u tte rly  different.
T he first sentence of The Hobbit p o rtray s  an  in te rm ed ia te  state. B ilbo 's 
ho le  is described  as "n o t a nasty , d irty , w e t ho le ," b u t also n o t "a  d ry , bare , san d y  
ho le"; "com fort" lies in -betw een  (I.29). T om  S h ippey  h as fam ously  ana lyzed  
B ilbo 's sta te  as "bou rgeo is"  (72). C orey  O lsen  h as seen it as "sed a te  an d  
p red ic tab le"  (21). I w an t to look a t it from  a sligh tly  d ifferen t v an tage  p o in t an d  
exam ine B ilbo 's ho m e in  term s of in term ed iacy . T his w ill allow  u s  to  go fu rth e r 
an d  exp lo re  o th er sorts of in te rm ed iacy  in  th e  book: h o bb its  as in te rm ed ia te  
be tw een  ch ild ren  an d  adu lts , Bilbo as tak in g  p a r t in  the  in te rm ed iacy  of m id d le  
age, hobb its  as in te rm ed iaries  be tw een  the n o rm al a n d  th e  epic, th e  rea l an d  the 
fantastic, hobb its  as in te rm ed iaries  be tw een  h u m a n  an d  th e  an im al. M ore 
specu latively , there  is th e  in te rm ed ia ry  ro le The Hobbit p lay ed  b e tw een  T o lk ien 's  
ea rly  exp lo ra tions in to  th e  S ilm arillion  m ateria l a n d  h is  m a tu re  fo rg ing  of the 
Lord of the Rings, as w ell as th e  in te rm ed iacy  rep re sen ted  b y  th e  m a p s  an d  
in c ip ien t in te rn a l context, w h a t S h ippey  calls th e  "h u m ility  a n d  com prom ise" 
(85) of th e  w o rld  The Hobbit beg in s to  create. A s G an d alf tells th e  w iser Bilbo at 
th e  en d  of th e  tale, "y o u  are  on ly  qu ite  a little  fellow  in a w id e  w o rld  after all!" 
(XIX.363). In  w ritin g  The Hobbit, T olkien  beg an  to  g lim pse  th e  w id e r w o rld  he  
fu rth e r ex p an d ed  The Lord of the Rings. H e d id  th is b y  fin d in g  in te rm ed ia te  
h is to ries be tw een  th e  a lready -ex tan t legends of th e  F irst A ge an d  th e  h u m d ru m  
existence of th e  p re -ad v en tu re  Bilbo.
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T h e  H o b b it in  L ite ra ry  C on tex t
U n d e rs ta n d in g  th is in te rm ed iacy  req u ires  p lac ing  T he H o b b it  in  the 
context of th e  ch ild ren 's  lite ra tu re  of the p reced in g  few  genera tions. W h en  The  
H o b b it  first ap p ea red  it w as com pared , in  the  p ro p o sed  book  jacket of its first 
A m erican  ed ition , to  A lic e  in  W o n d e r la n d : "H ere  aga in  a p ro fesso r of an  abstruse  
subject is a t p lay "  (qtd. in  Tolkien, L e tte rs  21). In  T he N e w  Y o rk  T im es , A nne T. 
E aton  b eg an  h e r  review : "L ike 'Alice in  W o n d e rlan d ,' it com es from  O xford  
U niversity , w h ere  the  au th o r is P ro fesso r of A nglo-Saxon, an d  like L ew is 
C arro ll's  story, it w as w ritten  for ch ild ren  th a t th e  au th o r k n ew  (in th is case h is 
o w n  fou r ch ild ren) a n d  th en  inev itab ly  fo u n d  a la rger au d ience ."  T hat be ing  
said , it is clear that, a lth o u g h  T olkien  re a d  A lic e , th is  fam ous ch ild ren 's  book  d id  
n o t h ave  an y  especial ap p ea l to  h im ; accord ing  to  H u m p h re y  C arp en te r it 
"am u sed "  b u t d id  n o t th rill h im  as a child  (22). B ut p a r t of th e  a lchem y of 
au th o rsh ip  is th a t books w hich  do no t seem  to reg is te r on  a surface level can 
in fo rm  on  a d eep  one. In d eed , it is th is  e ssay 's  con ten tion  th a t th e  in fluence h a d  
little  to  do  w ith  tone  or narra tiv e  in c id en t b u t ra th e r the  fu n d am en ta l p o s tu la tion  
of the  tw o  books: im ag inative  w orld s . D im itra  F im i h as sp ecu la ted  (91) th a t 
T olkien  k n ew  C arro ll's  Jabberw ocky  a n d  th a t in sp ired  h im  in  som e of h is 
experim en ts  in  lingu istic  aesthetic, w h ich  in d eed  seem s ev idenced  in  T o lk ien 's  
u se  of " jabberw ocks of h is to rica l a n d  an tiq u a rian  research" in  " B e o w u lf: The 
M onste rs  a n d  T he C ritics"  (9) to  rebuke those  p ed an tic  critics w h o  w ill n o t see 
B e o w u lf  as a poem . It is no acciden t th a t th is  reference com es u p  in  th e  context of 
p o e try  an d  lingu istic  research . D esp ite  the v e ry  d iffe ren t casts of th e ir m inds, 
C arro ll an d  T olkien  w ere  bo th  in te rested  in  language  as gam e an d  as practice.
T here  are deep er resem blances be tw een  th e  tw o  books, th o u g h . These 
inc lude  th e  'th e re  an d  back  ag a in ' d e p a rtu re  from  a se ttled  to  an  u n se ttled  w orld , 
th e  encoun te rs w ith  a m u lti tu d e  of he te ro g en eo u s h u m a n o id  yet no t en tire ly  
h u m a n  creatures, a n d  th e  em p h asis  on  rid d les  an d  th e ir p o ten tia l so lu tions. The 
crucial resem blance, th o u g h , becom es clearer in  th e  second  of C arro ll's  A lic e  
books, T h ro u g h  the  L o o k in g  G lass, w h e re  th e  au th o r sta tes th a t A lice 's p rog ress 
th ro u g h  h e r  jo u rn ey  can be  m e a su re d  like m oves on  a chessboard , w ith  A lice as a 
p a w n  becom ing  a Q ueen  once she reaches th e  e ig h th  row . A lthough  th ere  are  no  
fo rm al m a p s  of W o n d erlan d , th is  id ea  of g iv in g  th e  jo u rn ey  a p a tte rn , an 
objectively traceab le  shape, is echoed  in  the m ap s  of T he H o b b it . F rom  th e  first 
in sertion  of "here  of o ld  w as  T hra in  k ing  u n d e r  th e  M o u n ta in "  (I.50; em phasis  
m ine) in  T h ro r 's  m ap , th e  m a p p in g  of the  n o v e l's  w o rld  an d  th e  forcefu lness of 
sub-creations are  lin k ed  to g ive w h a t T olkien  called, in  "O n  Fairy-S tories," " the  
in n e r consistency  of rea lity "  (59).1 T he m a p  is a k in d  of tran scen d en t overview , 1
1 John Rateliff's research into the history of The Hobbit has revealed to be a fundamental 
part of the narrative conception from very early on, the earliest postulated owner of the
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Gandalf, then renamed Thorin.
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alm ost an  o rd a in ed  struc tu re , th a t o rgan izes an d  su s ta in s the  in te rn a l so lid ity  of 
th e  bo o k 's  im ag in ed  w orld .
Pace  th e  jacket copy, A lic e  an d  T he H o b b it  are  n o t ju s t w h im sica l je u x  
d 'e sp r it  b u t serious efforts in  w h a t th e  ph ilo so p h er N elson  G oodm an  called 
"w o rld m ak in g ,"  an d  w h a t Tolkien, as is w ell know n, called  "sub-crea tion ." 
Indeed , as A nne E a ton 's  m en tio n  of B ernard  S leigh 's A n  A n c ie n t  M a p p e  o f  
F a iry la n d , N e w ly  D isco vered  a n d  S e t  F orth  in  h e r  rev iew  ind icates, h o w  the  w o rld  of 
T he H o b b it  w as rep re sen ted  in  th e  book  itself, in  o th er w o rd s  th e  m aps, w as an 
a p p a re n t p a r t of its lite ra ry  success from  th e  beg inn ing . T his sense of in te rna l 
rep resen ta tion , n o t self-reflexivity  so m u ch  as in n er consistency, links A lic e  an d  
T he H o b b it .
T his is n o t to  say  th ere  w ere  n o t sub s tan tia l d ifferences be tw een  A lic e  
an d  T he H o b b it . T hese d ifferences w ill h e lp  u s  s itua te  The H o b b it 's  particu la r 
in s tanc ing  of in term ed iacy . G ender is of course an  im p o rtan t variable. C arro ll's  
book  fea tu res a p ro tag o n is t w ho  is, u n lik e  th e  au thor, is n o t a tw en ty -so m eth in g  
shy  O xford  m ath em atic ian  b u t an  ad v en tu ro u s  six year o ld  girl. Tolkien, on  the 
o th er h an d , cast Bilbo as a version  of h im self. W hen  T olkien  described  h im se lf as 
a H obb it "in  all b u t size" (L etters  288) it c learly  w as Bilbo, n o t F rodo  or M erry  or 
W ill W hitfoot, th a t h e  m ean t, a n d  in d eed  the  o ld er Bilbo, p o tte rin g  a ro u n d  in  h is 
s tu d y  an d  com pleting  h is  m an u scrip t, becom es a figu re  for the  au thor, explicitly  
so in  be in g  th e  ur-com piler of th e  R ed  Book of W estm arch  (one th inks h e re  of the 
an ag ram  be tw een  'B ilbo ' a n d  'b ib lo -,' Bilbo as bookm an , as b ib lio g rap h er), and  
m ak in g  as m uch , o r as little, p ro g ress  on  h is  T ra n s la tio n s  f r o m  th e  E lv ish  as T olkien 
d id  on  h is  S ilm a r illio n . Indeed , T olkien w as ab o u t B ilbo 's age w h en  h e  w ro te  the 
book, an d  even  m ore  if one ad ap ts  th e  sligh tly  longer sp an  of H o bb it-years  to  the 
years of A ta n i  such  as Tolkien. T he p e rtin en t aspect h e re  is n o t so m u ch  th a t Bilbo 
is m ale  b u t th a t h e  is an  adu lt. T h o u g h  sm all in  sta tu re , h e  is n o t a child. Indeed , 
T he H o b b it  is th a t ra re  ch ild ren 's  classic w ith  n o  rep resen ta tio n  of ch ild ren  in  it.
T he characters in  K enneth  G rah am e 's  The W in d  in  the  W illo w s  are  all 
a d u lt anim als, as is th e  sw allow  in  O scar W ilde 's  "T he H a p p y  Prince." B ut The  
H o b b it  is d ifferent; hobb its  are  little  ad u lt h u m a n  beings. Indeed , th o u g h  B ilbo's 
sm all s ta tu re  a n d  lack  of soph istica tion  lead  h im  occasionally  to  take  on  the  ro le 
of a child  in  the  new , w id e r w orld , B ilbo 's p rob lem s are  fu n d am en ta lly  m id d le - 
aged  o n e s—com placency, a sense of po ten tia l left un fu lfilled , th e  very  Jam esian  
sense of an  u n liv ed  life. Indeed , a lth o u g h  h e  re tu rn s  w ith  far m ore  palpab le  
tre a su re  th an  does th e  ascetic h e ro  of T he A m b a ssa d o rs , Bilbo, as a confirm ed 
bachelo r f in d in g  n e w  m ean in g  in  h is life in  m id d le  age, can be com pared  to  a 
character like H e n ry  Jam es 's  L am bert S trether. I t is p e rh a p s  th is slight
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m o d ern ism  in  th e  id ea  of th e  u n fu lfilled  m id d le -ag ed  m ale  th a t m a d e  th e  1977 
R ankin/B ass ad ap ta tio n  so d idactic  a n d  d eve lopm en ta l in  its em phasis, as if its 
P iaget-like rheto ric  of B ilbo 's look ing  fo rw ard  to  fu tu re  ad v en tu res  w o u ld  h e lp  
conceal th e  fact th a t th e  s to ry 's  h e ro  is n o t th e  ch ild  th a t a m ore  conventional 
d eve lopm en ta l n a rra tiv e  w o u ld  h ave  suggested .
T h u s Bilbo is n o t a child . W hereas A lice g row s ta ller a t tim es d u rin g  her 
W o n d erlan d  odyssey , an d  ev en tu a lly  o u tg ro w s W o nderland , Bilbo grow s 
m orally . U nlike Alice, h e  canno t be sa id  to  g ro w  u p .2 A lth o u g h  T he H o b b it  is a 
ch ild ren 's  book, and , as F lieger p o in ts  o u t (57) w as o rig inally  (like the  A lice 
books) to ld  orally  to  ch ild ren , it is n o t a b o u t  ch ild ren , o r rea lly  even  y o unger 
people . B ilbo 's hero ic  d ev e lo p m en t d ev ia tes from  th e  p a rad ig m s set u p  in  O tto  
R an k 's  M y t h  o f  th e  B ir th  o f  the  H ero , in  w h ich  a child  suffers ea rly  trau m a  b u t 
su rges to th e  fore, m ore  or less ju s t w h en  he  is new ly  rip en ed  as an  adu lt, as in 
th e  cases of M oses, C yrus, Sargon, a n d  R om ulus.
B io g raph ica l In te rm e d iacy
B ilbo 's aw aken ing  is clo tted  b y  bou rgeo is d o rm an cy  u n til m id w ay  on 
th e  jou rney . F rodo, in  th e  sequel, con tinues in  th is tran sitio n  of th e  m id d le -ag ed  
hero , w hose  o n ly  real jo u rn ey  is to w ard s  se lf-know ledge and , u ltim ate ly , death , 
Yet M erry , P ip p in , an d  Sam , th e  y o u n g er H o b b its—rea lly  a genera tion  y o u n g er 
th a n  F ro d o —invo lved  in  th e  Q u est are, th o u g h  n o t ch ild ren , y o u n g  ad u lts  of the 
so rt p ro m in en t in  books o ften  g iven  to o lder ch ild ren , such  as D a v id  C opperfie ld  
an d  G reat E x p e c ta tio n s , en tities w ho  can still a sp ire  to  reach  an  in te rm ed ia te  stage 
of ag reeab le  m a tu rity  before  s ta rtin g  on  th e  long  ro ad  to w ard s  th e  halls  of 
M andos. S am 's  rom ance w ith  Rosie, especially  h e r  curt, u n co m p reh en d in g  
response  to  h is  w o rld -sav in g  valor, is m o m en ta rily  rem in iscen t o f th e  beh av io r of 
E stella in  G rea t E x p e c ta tio n s , th o u g h  w ith  a far m ore  im m ed ia te  su b seq u en t 
g u a ran tee  o f dom estic  h ap p in ess . S im ilarly, P ip p in 's  avow al to T reebeard  (The  
L o rd  o f  the  R in g s  [LotR] n i.4.465,) th a t h e  can be  called "P ip"  g ives h im  th e  sam e 
n am e  as th a t D ickens n o v e l's  p ro tagon ist. P ip p in  a n d  M erry 's  A lice-like g ro w th  
(though  u n a lte red , un like  A lice's, b y  o th er food consum ption) is p a r t  o f a 
B ild u n g sro m a n  aspect m issing  from  T he H o b b it . Bilbo, on  th e  o th er h an d , is a 
m id d le -ag ed  H obb it w ho  h a s  lost th e  sp ark  G andalf once saw  in h im . H e  h a s  le t 
h is  B aggins side overcom e h is  Took. H e  is in  a ru t, h a s  gone to  w aste. G an d a lf 's  
in tro d u c tio n  of Bilbo to  T ho rin  a n d  com pany  n o t o n ly  rev ita lizes T h o rin 's  ra th e r 
th read b a re  claim  to su ze ra in ty  over th e  dw arves, b u t also cata lyzes B ilbo 's 
d o rm an t cu riosity  an d  gum p tio n . T here  is, o f course (un like as w ith  Sam  an d  
Rosie), n o  m arriage-p lo t, an d  for Bilbo, th e  financial m o tiv e —burg lary --is
2
The ability of the "Eat Me" cake to make Alice grow clearly was an influence on what the 
Ent-draughts did to Pippin and Merry.
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su b s titu ted  for th e  sexual ju s t as in  Alice food is p u t in  the  p lace th a t sex h a s  for 
m o s t adu lts . But B ilbo 's life h as  changed . H e  finds ren ew ed  p u rp o se  and  
m ean in g  in adulthood.
G andalf, in  in tro d u c in g  Bilbo an d  T horin , b rin g s n o t one  b u t tw o 
m id d le -ag ed  hnau—to b o rro w  C.S. L ew is 's  felicitous te rm  from  the  space 
tr ilo g y —to m a tu rity  an d  fu lfillm ent. In  th e  geostra teg ic  sense, as la te r revea led  in 
th e  ap pend ices to The Lord of the Rings a n d  Unfinished Tales, G an d alf know ing ly  
u ses  th e  B ilbo-Thorin conjunction  to  b u ild  u p  th e  s tren g th  of th e  an ti-Sauron  
forces in  th e  N o rth . U n k n o w n  to h im se lf b u t p e rh a p s  g u id e d  in  a d eep  sense by  
Iluvatar, G an d a lf h e lp s  n u d g e  th e  R ing  in to  B ilbo 's h an d s . B ut in  The Hobbit per 
se, G an d alf is m ore  of a life-coach, specializ ing  in  the  counseling  of dw arv es an d  
h obb its  in  m id co u rse  w ho  h ave  lost th e ir p a tr im o n y  (in B ilbo 's case, actually , the 
inheritance  from  h is  T ook m o th e r). T h o rin 's  is literal, B ilbo 's psychological, b u t 
th ey  b o th  n eed  to  be  re s to red  to w h a t th ey  once cou ld  h ave  been. G andalf coaxes 
them , ind irectly , to w ard s  the  d irection  w h ere  th ey  can reclaim  them selves, 
a lth o u g h  for T ho rin  th is req u ires  th e  u ltim a te  sacrifice of death . Both Bilbo an d  
T ho rin  are b iog raph ica lly  in term ed ia te . B ut on ly  Bilbo u n d e rg o es  a passage  in to  
th e  nex t ph ase  of life.
A  M id d le -A g ed  W orld
In  th e ir o w n  life trajectories, the  characters in  The Hobbit are  a t an 
in te rm ed ia te  stage of deve lopm en t. N o t on ly  does The Hobbit h av e  no ch ild ren  in 
it, b u t m o s t of th e  characters, w ith in  th e  te rm s of th e ir ow n  fictional w orld , are 
qu ite  old. A dm itted ly , one n e e d s  to  go to  The Lord of the Rings to find  th is 
in fo rm ation  explicitly . H ere, in  the  append ices, w e find  th a t Bilbo is fifty  
(p e rh ap s  th irty -seven  in  h u m a n  years, b u t in  T o lk ien 's  era, before  o u r cu rren t 
rhe to ric  of 'fo rty  is th e  n ew  th irty ,"  th is  w as m id d le  age). T ho rin  is a h u n d re d  
an d  n in e ty —n o t ancien t for a dw arf, b u t by  n o  m ean s  y o u n g  either; as an  exiled 
c la im an t T ho rin  is closer to  be in g  th e  O ld  P re ten d e r th an  Bonnie P rince C harlie. 
Balin is o n ly  sligh tly  y ounger, an d  D w alin , B alin 's y o u n g er b ro ther, is sligh tly  
y o u n g er in  tu rn , an d  G loin is sligh tly  y o u n g er th an  D w alin. In  th e  2012 Peter 
Jackson ad ap ta tio n  of The Hobbit, Balin, p lay ed  b y  the  p u sh ing -six ty  K en Stott, is 
rep re sen ted  as an  experienced , silver-haired  dw arf, b y  no m ean s  a strip ling . The 
film  p o rtray a l of Balin seem s sligh tly  o ld  for som eone w ho, as fu tu re  K ing  of the 
fo redoom ed  M oria  revival, h as  a political fu tu re  ah ead  of h im . T he d a tes  of those 
dw arv es n o t in  the  d irec t royal line, an d  those  n o t of D u rin 's  folk a t all, a re  no t 
g iven, b u t B om bur's  obesity  m akes h im  certa in ly  a Khazad d’un certain age. O nly  
Fili an d  Kili a re  y o u n g  am o n g  th e  dw arf-com pany , an d  in d eed  Fili, Kili, and  
B ard  are th e  on ly  y o u n g  p e o p le —n o t ch ild ren , b u t y o u n g er a d u lts —in  the  book. 
G iven Fili an d  K ili's  trag ic  deaths, th is  accen tuates even  m ore  th e  lack of y o u th  in 
th e  book, leav ing  B ard  to  b ear all th e  y o u th  am o n g  th e  su rv ivors . T he E lvenking
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is old, an d  the  son w ho  la te r becom es so im p o rtan t is n o t m en tio n ed  in  The  
H o b b it . G anda lf an d  R adagast are, of course, old; in deed , as w e find  o u t from  The  
L o rd  o f  the  R in g s  th ey  are, in  th e ir M id d le -ea rth  avata rs as 'w iz a rd s ,' th e  o ld es t of 
all n am ed  in  th e  book  save E lrond, th e  N ecrom ancer, and , p resum ab ly , Sm aug. 
G o llum  is trem en d o u sly  old, a n d  a lthough  aga in  w e on ly  find  o u t the deta ils  of 
h is  age from  T he L ord  o f  th e  R in g s , h e  h a s  c learly  b een  a ro u n d  th e  block, or 
s lithered  a ro u n d  th e  cave, a few  tim es. E lrond  is o ld  en o u g h  to  rem em ber 
G ondolin . A lthough , as R ateliff h as  p o in ted  o u t (I.84), T olkien  d id  n o t a t th e  s ta rt 
necessarily  in ten d  to h av e  th e  F irst A ge be so far in  the  p a s t from  the  even ts of 
th e  H o b b it, E lrond  is c learly  n o t young . T he M aster of E sgaro th  is old. S m aug  is 
old. B eorn is sufficiently  o ld  for h im  to be (accord ing  to  L etters  178) certa in ly  
d ead  b y  th e  tim e th e  R ing quest is begun .
W h y  is th is  im portan t?  R em em ber th a t in  a w ork  of fan tasy , as op p o sed  
to  a  w ork  of realistic  fiction, the  au th o r h as m o re  liberty  to  take  w ith  characters ' 
ages, an d  is less co nstra ined  b y  actual events. In  a  novel set in  th e  early  tw en tie th  
cen tury , for instance, a  n ove lis t h as to decide w h e th e r th e ir characters w ill be of 
age to  figh t in, o r be  affected  by, th e  F irst W orld  W ar. T he k n o w n  h is to ry  w ill 
serve as a lim it, a constrain t. Tolkien, on  the  o ther h an d , h a d  to ta l flexib ility  to 
fash ion  th e  ages of h is  characters to  su it th e  even ts p o rtra y e d  in  the  book. 
M oreover, h is  sense of exac titude  an d  h is  clear po in ting , in  th e  L ord  O f  T he R in g s  
append ices, to  facts th a t m a k e  in te rp re tiv e  com m ents on  th e  peop le  ch ronicled  in  
th e  n a rra tiv e 's  m a in  body , give significance to, for in stance , F ro d o 's  b e in g  
sligh tly  y o u n g er (by one year) th an  Bilbo w h en  se tting  off on  th e ir respective 
ad v en tu res . G im li also is y ounger, b y  n in e teen  years, th a n  h is  fa th er w h en  they  
jo in  u p  w ith  hobb its  on  quests. T here is also, in  bo th  these  cases, th e  ad d itio n a l 
flexib ility  of d iffe ren t h n a u  h av in g  d iffe ren t age-spans, so th a t the  law s of n a tu re  
can, as N o rth ro p  F rye fam ously  said  of th e  rom ance genre, be  sligh tly  su sp en d ed  
(Frye 33).
T h u s it is n o t acc iden tal th a t T he L o rd  o f  th e  R ings—o d d ly  g iven  its be ing  
th e  m ore  a d u lt b o o k —h as m an y  m ore  y o u n g  peop le  in  general, o r a t least peop le  
w h o  are  u n rea liz ed  because  of th e ir inexperience, n o t because  th ey  h av e  h a d  
experience b u t fa iled  to  cap ita lize  on  it. F aram ir is y o u n g  if exem plary . Even 
B regalad  is a  ha s ty  Ent. In  The L o rd  o f  th e  R in g s  th ere  are m a n y  m o re  characters at 
th e  b eg in n in g  of th e ir jou rneys, n o t the m id d le . B orom ir a n d  P ipp in , on  the ir 
d iffe ren t levels, are b o th  im m atu re , a n d  the ir d isaste rs  w ith  th e  R ing a n d  the 
p a la n tir  are  p rec ip ita ted  b y  th e ir im m atu rity . T here  m ig h t be less em p h asis  on 
b iog raph ica l in te rm ed iacy  (m idd le  age) in  T he L ord  o f  the  R in g s  because  the 
geog raph ic  in term ed iacy , th e  secondary  w orld , is so w ell estab lished . In  o ther 
w ords, th e  b io g rap h ica l in te rm ed iacy  of The H o b b it  m a y  h ave  b een  a  b rid g e  for 
T olkien  to  estab lish  a  sense of trad itio n  a n d  d w elling  in  la ter M id d le -ea rth  th a t 
h is  la ter w o rk  can th en  assum e. T his is su ggested  b y  th e  p o rtray a l of th e  on ly
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o th er H o b b its  m en tio n ed  in  The Hobbit, th e  Sackville-Bagginses. In  The Lord of the 
Rings, th ey  are  y o u n g er th a n  Bilbo b y  a genera tion . B ut th ey  are  n o t p o rtray ed  as 
y o u n g  in  The Hobbit.
The Hobbit, like Y eats' B yzantium , is a co un try  for o ld  m en . T his is very  
d iffe ren t from  The Lord of the Rings, w h ere  w e have y o u th s  such  as B orom ir, 
Faram ir, Eow yn, Eom er, M erry , P ipp in , Sam, Rosie, a n d  even  G im li a n d  L egolas 
(an d  for th a t m atte r, E lro n d 's  ch ild ren) w ho, u n lik e  any  of the  D w arves in  T horin  
an d  com pany  excep t Fili an d  Kili, a re  rep re sen ted  as y o u n g  en o u g h  to  have  
liv ing  fathers.
A lice, The H obb it, a n d  a n im a lity  a s  in te rm ed iacy
In  th e  Alice books, th ere  are fa r m ore  m ale  th a n  fem ale characters, 
th o u g h  im p o rtan t figu res such  as the  R ed  a n d  W hite  Q ueens are  fem ale. B ut the 
cast of th e  H o b b it is all m ale. A s W illiam  G reen  (188) h as  com m ented , " th e re  are 
n o  liv ing  fem ale characters, h u m a n  or an im al"  in  th e  book  (though  som e m ig h t 
aver B elladonna T ook is an  im p o rtan t character, even  offstage). F u rtherm ore , 
n ea rly  all th e  m en  are  o ld er m en, an d  m ales for th e  m o s t p a r t far m ore  
experienced , w ea th e red , an d  w izen ed  th a n  Bilbo. B ilbo 's in te rm ed iacy  is fu r th e r 
fo rtified  b y  th e  sim ilarity  be tw een  orcs ( 'gob lin s ' in  The Hobbit, w h ere  th ey  are 
seen as less m enac ing) an d  h is ow n  h o b b it b o d y  as in te rm ed ia te  b e tw een  m en  
an d  an im als. T here  is po ten tia l an im ality  in  the  id ea  of h o b b it in  th e  closeness of 
th e  w o rd  'h o b b it ' to  rab b it (seen as p o ten tia lly  p roba tive  b y  b o th  S h ippey  [67-68] 
an d  Rateliff), ak in  to  Alice's  sense of ch ild ren 's  am oral appetites , especially  for 
food, be in g  like those  of anim als. In  bo th  cases, th e re  is in te rm ed iacy  betw een  
h u m a n  a n d  an im al. D esp ite  h is  m id d le  age, Bilbo is am ong, in  re la tive term s, the 
y o u n g er hnau in  The Hobbit. H e h as  the  sam e re lative age-position  w ith  respec t to 
th e  o lder den izen s in  h is  w o rld  as th e  juven ile  A lice does to  the  crea tu res in 
W o n d erlan d , w ho  are  all rep re sen ted  as eccentric ad u lts  of various stories an d  
species. W h a t is strik ing  is th a t b o th  Bilbo a n d  Alice, b ew ild e red  by  th e  n ew  
w o rld  a ro u n d  them , also keep  th e ir h e a d s  ab o u t th em  m ore  th a n  th e  m ajo rity  of 
en tities th ey  en coun te r in  these new , b ew ild e rin g  w orlds.
A n o ther link  w ith  Alice is th e  an im ality  sh a red  b y  th e  books. In  The 
Hobbit w e h av e  W args, eagles, sp iders, bear-m en, a th ru sh ; in  Alice, a m arch  hare , 
a do rm ouse , a C hesh ire  cat, am o n g  o thers. In  bo th  cases, there  are 
a n th ro p o m o rp h ized  anim als, an im als w h o  can be allies o r enem ies of h u m a n  
actors; in  The Lord of the Rings w e h av e  Shelob and , arguab ly , Shadow fax  an d  Bill 
th e  pony . But th e  tro p e  of sen tien t an im als is v ery  m u ch  sidelined  in  The Lord of 
the Rings—one can see th e  ta lk in g  fox in  "T hree is C om p an y " as a final n o d  to  a 
m o d e  of rep resen ta tio n  T olkien  w as leav ing  b e h in d  (I.2.72). In  bo th  Alice an d  The 
Hobbit, th e  jo u rn ey  o u t of b o u rgeo is  n o rm ality  is rep re sen ted  as a descen t in to  a 
risk ier w o rld  of in stinc t an d  th rea t. In  A lice 's case, th e  trajectory  is d o w n w ard , in
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Bilbo's case outward. But the complementary aspect of Bilbo's jo u rn ey -th e  way 
he acquires sophistication and polish, the way he becomes a savvier man of the 
w o rld -o n ly  emerges after the Quest has been completed. Throughout most of 
the book, Bilbo is as bewildered and disconcerted by this new world as is Alice. 
Similarly structured chapter titles in the books, such as "Curiouser and 
Curiouser" and "Over Hill and Under H ill"—testify to a sense of complication 
after complication, of how each protagonist is, if educated by their experiences, 
also disoriented by them.
Both Alice and Bilbo are injected into a strange world consisting of not 
necessarily rational creatures in which they are both innocents who have to have 
things explained to them. Yet, as evidenced in the episode with Thorin and the 
Arkenstone, Bilbo, like Alice, is a fundamentally more rational creature who has 
to model, for others, how to act rationally. That so many of the denizens of 
Bilbo's worlds are animals is consequential. A nim ality-m eaning species identity 
as not mere b ru ta lity -a s  opposed to ecology (Dickerson/Evans and many 
others) and even geology (Hynes) and astronomy (Larsen) has not received 
major emphasis in the record of critical scholarship on Tolkien. Flieger, however, 
has made some suggestive remarks, particularly in differentiating the 
"Pigwiggenry" and "cute" characteristics (62) of most of the animals of The  
H o b b it  from the more convincingly fantastic ones such as the Eagles. There is no 
doubt that the animality of T he H o b b it  is one of the traits that both links it to the 
tradition of children's fiction and differentiates it from the mien of T he L ord  o f  the  
R in g s .  And it is an animality that the worlds of the A lic e  books and T he H o b b it  
share, and that is yet another mode of framing intermediacy.
In te rm e d ia te  W o rld s
But what is the nature of the intermediacy that A lic e  shares with The  
H o b b it? Here Carroll and Tolkien really diverge, as Tolkien is much more 
determined to depict an intermediate world. Carroll, like Tolkien, wrote a sequel 
to his original work, T h ro u g h  the  L o o k in g  G lass, which deepened and made more 
methodical the more conjectural and scattershot world of the first book. Yet, even 
when one compares the first Tolkien and first Carroll book directly, differences 
emerge. Carroll's world is clearly a dream world, represented as the dream of a 
sleeping little girl in our own world, and not given any credence as an objective 
reality even on its own plane of representation. A lic e  is a world of the 
imagination, much on the order of Robert Louis Stevenson's Land of 
Counterpane. So is that of The H o b b it. But it is not represented as such. It is its 
own plane of lived reality. True, in the first edition of T he H o b b it  there were 
references, as Jason Fisher reminds us, to "policemen on bicycles [...], 
Lilliputians, [...] the Gobi Desert, the wild wireworms [sic] of the Chinese [...]. 
After the first edition, Tolkien cut all of those references and made it more of its
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o w n  separa te  w o rld "  (Fisher). The on ly  rem ix ing  re s id u e  of these  is the 
G olfim bul/go lf joke, som eth ing  w h ich  T olkien  k e p t in  p ro b ab ly  bo th  because  it 
w as fu n n y  a n d  h e  rea lized  th a t h e  could  n o t en tire ly  p u rg e  h is  w o rld  of e ither 
resem blances to  o u r o w n  m o d e rn  w o rld  or to those  rea l w o rld  references w h ich  
d id  n o t resem ble m ed ieval E u rope  (the N ew  W orld  n u tr ie n t of potatoes, as 
cu ltiva ted  b y  th e  G am gees, is a p rim e  exam ple here). B ut even  in  th e  first ed ition  
T o lk ien 's  H o b b it  w o rld  h a s  som eth ing  w h ich  C arro ll's  A lic e  w o rld  does not: a 
past. T h ro r 's  m ap , u n d e r  d ifferen t nam es, w as p a r t of the  pro ject from  the 
beg inn ing , an d  th e  m a p  reveals a p a s t be trayal, a p rim o rd ia l w o u n d  th a t the 
m issio n  of T ho rin  a n d  com pany  n eed s  to  p u rg e  a n d  avenge. Even, in  o ther 
w ords, after T olkien  m a d e  th e  key  decision  to  invo lve th e  S ilm a rillio n  references 
like E lrond  an d  G ondo lin  in  th e  plot, th ere  w as  a level of fe igned  b u t pa lpab le  
h is to rica l d e p th  in  a w ay  there  is no t in  A lic e , w hose  den izens, a lthough  
trem en d o u sly  concerned  ab o u t tim e, seem  n o t to  live in  a fixed sequence. Indeed , 
anx iety  ab o u t tim e, ab o u t b e in g  late, the  M ad  H a tte r  an d  M arch  H a re  q u arre ling  
over tea-tim e, the W hite  Q u een 's  m ix ed -u p  m em o ry  a n d  p ercep tion  p a tte rn s  — 
consum es th e  crea tu res  in  the  books. In  th e  H o b b it  w o rld , on  th e  o th er h an d , tim e 
flow s in  a direct, fo rw ard  sequence. T he H o b b it, even  if one excludes the  Elves 
an d  th e ir so licitation  of the  g rea te r legendarium , h as a past; as new er referen ts 
com e in, such  as B ard  a n d  Dale, th ey  are g iven  a p a s t as w ell. T he q u es t is n o t 
ju s t to get r id  of S m aug  because  h e  is evil. I t is to  res to re  a s ta tu s  quo  a n te , w h ich  
is tes tified  to  b y  d iscern ib le  docum ents, is a rch ivally  posited .
T olkien  th u s  u se s  th e  device of a de tailed , sim ula ted , in trica te  p a s t in 
excess of w h a t is n eed ed  for strictly  m o tiv a tio n a l o r p lo t reasons. S trangely , th is  
device, w h ich  on  th e  level of rep resen ta tio n  seem s u ltra-m im etic , ac tua lly  
h e ig h ten s  the  fan tasy . Indeed , th e  traceab le  shape  of b o th  th e  A lic e  boo k s a n d  The  
H o b b it  can link  th em  as M o d ern ist w orks, a long  th e  lines of Ju lie t D u sin b erre 's  
analysis in  h e r  b rillian t A lic e  to  the  L ig h th o u se  th a t " rad ica l experim en ts in  th e  arts 
in  the  early  m o d e rn  p e rio d  beg an  in  th e  books w h ich  L ew is C arro ll an d  h is 
successors w ro te  for ch ild ren" (5). C arroll, w ith  h is  subversion  of lingu istic  o rd e r 
an d  h is  questio n in g  of th e  d is tinc tion  b e tw een  illusion  an d  reality , p av ed  the 
w ay, in  D u sin b e rre 's  a rgum en t, for th e  m o re  o bv ious m o d e rn is t experim en ts  of 
w rite rs  like V irgin ia W oolf. O ne m ight, in  a sligh tly  m ore  m easu red , m ore  
nuanced , an d  d ifferen tly  em p h as ized  w ay, say  the  sam e for T olkien  w ith  respect 
to  m o d e rn  experim en ta tion . T olkien  be lieved  d eep ly  in linguistic  o rder. H is  idea  
of sub-creation  w as v ery  d ifferen t from  th e  p ro to -su rrea l im ag in ings of C arroll.
B ut th e  p o in t h e re  is tha t, in  b o th  au tho rs, th e  in te rn a l m im etic  so lid ity  
of th e  m a p s  ac tua lly  con tribu tes to  the  th o ro u g h n ess  of fan tastic  engagem ent. 
T he w o rld  is so rem oved  from  o u rs  th a t it n eed s o rd e rin g s  of th e  sort w e re ly  
u p o n  so th a t w e m a y  m a k e  sense of all. O ne can see th is  sort of experim en ta l 
fictive lite ra lism  in  o vertly  m o d e rn is t w orks like Jorge L u is B orges's "Tlon,
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U qbar, O rb is T ertius," w h ere  the  d ead p an , m im esis-c loaked  re la tion  of the 
fan tastic  con ten t m ak es th em  n o t m ore  m u n d an e , b u t m o re  v iv id ly  fantastic. 
Inversely , one feels th e  realistic de ta il in  Joyce 's Ulysses is in  th e  g ra in  of its 
experim en ta tion , n o t coun te rba lanc ing  it. A s R ateliff h a s  recen tly  show n  in The 
History of T he H obbit, th e  filling-in  of th e  s to ry 's  n a rra tiv e  a n d  th e  d ev e lopm en t 
of th e  m ap s  w ere  in tim ate ly  linked . T he p lo t of The Hobbit w o u ld  n ev er have  
ach ieved  fu ll rea liza tion  w ith o u t th is so rt of in te rn a l m im esis, w h ich  th o u g h  
d iffe ren t from  th e  'm ag ica l rea lism ' of th e  la te  tw en tie th  cen tury , is n o t u n re la ted  
to  it. N o t ju s t th e  characters b u t also th e  w o rld  in  w h ich  th ey  are rep resen ted  as 
b e in g  in  tes tify  to an  en v e lop ing  in term ed iacy .
M a p p in g  In te rm e d iacy
M ap s p la y  a crucial ro le in  th e  in te rm ed iacy  of The Hobbit. W hereas, 
in  the  m o d e rn is t era, m ap s  in  fiction w ere  seen as in ap p ro p ria te ly  literal, 
in frin g in g  u p o n  th e  gossam er fligh ts of th e  im ag inative, in  m ore  recen t tim es 
th ere  h as  b een  a rehab ilita tion  of m aps . T he w ork  of the  g eo g rap h er E d w ard  
Soja, th e  lite ra ry  h is to rian  F ranco  M oretti an d  h is  m a p s  of characters an d  
contexts in  lite ra ry  fiction, an d  th e  cata loguer of im ag inative  w o rld s  of A lberto  
M anguel, dem o n s tra te  th a t m a p s  are  n o  longer seen as in frin g in g  u p o n  the 
rom an tic  e lusiveness of im ag ination , b u t in  th e ir f ig u rin g  of th e  real, m ig h t be 
ak in  to  th e  m o tions of fic tion -m ak ing  them selves. C h ina  M iev ille—otherw ise  an 
ad m ire r of T o lk ien —objects to  the  en tire  id ea  of m a p s  in  fan tasy  w o rld s  as 
p re su m in g  too m u ch  to  a fixed know ledge. B ut m a p s  h isto ric ize , g ive a sense of 
possib le  tran sitio n  an d  agency, dem o n s tra te  th a t cond itions of p o w er are  n o t 
fixed, th a t d rag o n s can be o v e rth ro w n  an d  po lities overhau led . A ll th is  m akes 
T olkien  seem  n o t anachron istic  b u t in  tu n e  w ith  h is  tim e. Indeed , one could  
alm ost describe T olkien  as an tic ip a tin g  a m ore  p o stm o d e rn  th an  m o d ern  
fo reg ro u n d in g  of th e  m ap . H ere, concrete referen ts could  n o t ju s t be  p u t on  a 
secure ly  m etap h o rica l p lane, b u t h a d  to com e across as eerily  rea l a t tim es even  if 
fu n d am en ta lly  fictive or non-referen tia l.
R ela ted  to th is is h o w  T o lk ien 's  focus on  lan g u ag e  can be  a t once 
im ag inative  a n d  scientific. M ost scientists w o u ld  be  am u sed  by  T o lk ien 's  
conten tion , w ith  respec t to  C arro ll com parisons, th a t A nglo-Saxon p h ilo logy  w as 
a m ore  fu n d am en ta l field  of research  th an  m a them atics  an d  logic. But if one is 
n o t on ly  a h u m a n is t b u t believes deep ly  th a t th e  sources of th e  m o d e rn  day  
E nglish  lan g u ag e  in  A nglo-Saxon are  p roba tive  to  th e  w ay  w e u se  and  
u n d e rs ta n d  th e  language , the assertion  becom es less o u tland ish . C arroll, 
inciden tally , m a d e  satirical references to  A nglo-Saxon ph ilo logy  in  C h ap te r 3 of 
Alice in Wonderland, "A C aucus-R ace a n d  a L ong  Tale," in c lu d in g  a h ila rious 
accoun t of th e  N o rm an  C onquest, a n d  in  C h ap te r 7 of Through The Looking Glass, 
in c lu d in g  th e  m em orab le  ph rase  "A nglo-Saxon a ttitu d es."  The d iffe ren t tonalities
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an d  v isions of th e ir w o rk s sh o u ld  n o t d isgu ise  th e  w ay  b o th  T olkien  a n d  C arroll 
b ra id e d  kn o w led g e  a n d  im ag ina tion  in  w ays th a t can  be called  m ythic.
Indeed , as said  before, T olkien  k n ew  C arro ll's  w o rk  a n d  ad m ired  it, even 
th o u g h  h e  ru le d  o u t Alice as b e in g  a fa iry-story . T o lk ien 's  onetim e s tu d e n t an d  
second -genera tion  Ink ling , R oger L ancelyn  G reen, a n o ted  C arro ll scholar, also 
could  h av e  p ro v id e d  a link. B ut m y  in te rest is less in  link ing  C arro ll to  T olkien  as 
a source th a n  in  exam in ing  h o w  trac ings of in te rn a l o rd e r in  ch ild ren 's  books is a 
sign  of the  im ag inative  am bition  of ch ild ren 's  lite ra tu re . T his can be  seen in  L. 
F rank  B au m 's  Oz books, w h ich  also fea tu red  ex tensive m ap s  th a t g ive a sense of 
coherence a n d  specific ity  to  th e ir dep ic ted  fictional w orld . Even a look a t the 
Hobbit m ap , how ever, show s a d a rk e r an d  m ore  p rob lem atic  w o rld  th a n  the  O z 
m ap s , w ith  th e ir p an o p ly  of q u irk y  rea lm s an d  h id d e n  corners. N o t on ly  do  the 
w o rd s  on  The Hobbit m ap , such as M irkw ood , W ilderland , an d  th e  D ragon  
h im se lf reveal a g rea te r sense of d an g er a n d  th rea t, b u t th e  w ay  the  in te rna l 
g eo g rap h y  resem bles th a t of the  real w o r ld —e.g. h o w  th e  M isty  M o un ta in s 
resem ble th e  Rockies o r th e  A lps, m o u n ta in  chains ru n n in g  inconven ien tly  d o w n  
th e  sp ine  of th e  co n tin en t—m ak e  it clear th a t these  are  w o rld s  w e m u s t face 
ra th e r th an  evade. F ar from  te th e rin g  The Hobbit to the  h ere  an d  now , th is eerie 
resem blance  g ives th e  fictional w o rld  a sense of g rav ity  an d  consequence. A gain, 
it is p rec ise ly  because  the  su b crea ted  w o rld  is so successfu lly  ren d e red  th a t the 
rea l can un can n ily  re tu rn  to  u s  in th e  shape  of m aps, traced  sketches, and  
cartog raph ic  h au n tings.
F ew  critics h av e  seen T olkien  as a llu d in g  to  Oz, a lth o u g h  B rian A ttebery  
an d  L in  C arte r h ave  an a ly zed  th e  tw o  au th o rs ' w o rld s  u n d e r  th e  sam e cover, 
F lieger (298) sees th e  P eter Jackson ad ap ta tio n  of The Lord of the Rings as a llu d in g  
to  th e  H o lly w o o d  ad ap ta tio n  of B au m 's  first Oz novel, an d  K apelle  sees som e 
p u ta tiv e  B aum  influence in  the F a ther C hris tm as letters. T here  is no  reco rd  of 
T olkien  read in g  th e  O z books, a lth o u g h  th e  p resence  of a ta lk in g  b ird  called  the 
O rk  in  The Scarecrow of Oz is as p lausib le  a source for th is w o rd  in  T olkien  as is 
B lake's Orc, o ften  a d d u ced  (as in  H elm s 69), rea lly  m u ch  fu rth e r rem oved  from  
th e  m ilieu  an d  aud ience  o u t of w h ich  an d  for w h ich  T olkien w as w riting . 
A lth o u g h  as T olkien  rem in d ed  h is  p o ten tia l adap to rs , O rcs are  n o t auks (Letters 
274), th e  u se  of 'O rk ' in  a fan tasy  level is a t least suggestive.
Yet, as o p p o sed  to O z, T o lk ien 's  m a p s  are  n o t ab o u t th e  difference 
be tw een  o u r ow n  w o rld  a n d  th e  faerie w orld . T hey  are  ab o u t p h ase s  of the  p as t 
w ith in  th a t w o rld . A nne T. Eaton, The Hobbit's New York Times review er, 
perce ived  th is w h en  she described  the  sto ry  as set "be tw een  th e  age of Faerie an d  
th e  d o m in ion  of m en ."  T he tem p o ra lity  of The Hobbit is in te rm ed ia te , and  
con tains b o th  an  im p lied  con trast to  o u r o w n  w o rld  a n d  to a w o rld  th a n  itself 
th a t is o lder, m ore  sto ried , an d  m ore  legendary . T he m ap s  of th e  Alice a n d  Oz 
books can d iagnose  the  stru c tu re  of th e ir w o rld  a n d  o rien t us, b u t th ey  are
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u ltim a te ly  m ore  for the  convenience of th e  teller th a n  to reaffirm  som e deep  
subcreative p a lp ab ility  on  th e  p a r t of th e  tale. M oreover, th ey  show  no  ab id ing  
political an tagon ism s (beyond  m o m en ta ry  confron ta tions th a t a re  g en era ted  b y  a 
ro g u e  m a lig n  in ten t). T he m a p  of The Hobbit show s u s  the  h is to ry  of th e  la n d  th a t 
is la rger th an  these  characters a n d  th a t is n o t en tire ly  a t th e ir d isposition  or 
control. T he Battle of th e  Five A rm ies a n d  the  h o v erin g  p resence  of the 
N ecrom ancer reveal th a t there  is a th o ro u g h n ess  to  th e  tab leau  here , a concert of 
M idd le-ea rth , a ba lance  of pow er, w h ich  is ab sen t in  Alice an d  Oz, w h ere  th ere  is, 
in  a m ore  courtly -rom ance, less epic w ay, one ad v en tu re  a t a tim e. O n ly  in  The 
Emerald City of Oz does B aum  a t all take  on  any  so rt of geostra teg ic  tab leau . 
Indeed , th a t b o o k —w ith  its v is ta  of th e  evil o p p o sin g  arm ies from  a dark , covert 
k in g d o m  b e in g  s to p p ed  ju s t a t th e  gate  of th e  g rea t c ity —is ano ther one th a t 
T olkien  m ig h t h av e  re a d  a n d  m ig h t in fo rm  th e  siege of M inas T irith , a lth o u g h  in 
b o th  cases these  m ig h t h av e  b een  in fo rm ed  by, for exam ple, the  sieges of R om e 
b y  b arb a rian s  (see Ford) a n d  C o n stan tinop le  (see L ibran-M oreno) a n d  th en  
V ienna b y  M uslim s. T he ev id en t w eakness of B aum 's w orld , though , as 
com pared  to T o lk ien 's , is its lack of h is to rica l dep th s : all th e  even ts and  
p e rsonages are  m ore  or less on  the  sam e p lan e  of tim e. W ith in  a few  chap te rs  of 
The Hobbit, one sees th e  h is to rica l layers ben ea th  th e  p re sen t action, a t once 
in trig u in g  an d  om inous. B ut w ere  these  layers in  T o lk ien 's  m in d  w h en  h e  began  
th e  book?
R ateliff 's  ex trao rd in a ry  w ork  h a s  show n  u s  th a t w h en  T olkien  first 
b eg an  to  w rite  The Hobbit h e  d id  n o t necessarily  perceive th e  S ilm arillion  m a teria l 
as far in  th e  past. N o r d id  he  even  th in k  seriously  ab o u t an y  referen tia l 
re la tio n sh ip  be tw een  one an d  the  o th er w orld . Indeed , th e  S ilm arillion 
references, g iven  th a t th e  S ilm arillion  co rpus w as one  a t th e  p ith  of T o lk ien 's  
im ag inative  vision, a re  n o t tak en  so seriously  in  The Hobbit; th ey  are ligh tly  and  
even  casually  d ro p p ed . G iven th e  far g rea te r cen tra lity  of the  E ldar to  th e  K hazad  
in  T o lk ien 's  legendarium , an d  g iven  th a t th e  D w arves are  g ra n te d  a 
su p p lem en ta ry  p lace a t m o s t in  th e  o rd ers  of th e  C h ild ren  of Iluvatar, it is, odd ly , 
th e  Dwarves w ho  are  th e  focus of The Hobbit's h isto rica l an d  cartog raph ic  
specificity. Indeed , four D w arv ish  k ingdom s are  m en tio n ed  in  The Hobbit: the  
B lue M oun ta in s, E rebor, M oria, a n d  th e  Iron  H ills.
T he dynastic  succession an d  re lative position  of these  k in g d o m s is 
p re sen ted  in  g rea t detail, so w e u n d e rs ta n d  w h y  D ain  succeeds T horin . As 
R ateliff concedes, D ain  em erges so la te  in  th e  com position  in  the  book as to  ra ise  
questions ab o u t w h y  peop le  d id  n o t refer to  h is  as h a v in g  a g rea te r ro le earlier 
(II.703). D ain  is an o th e r m id d le -ag ed  hero , w h o  desp ite  h is  early  feat of k illing  
A zog  (of w h ich  h e  is d ep riv ed  in  the Jackson film ), is, like Bilbo, a la te  b loom er 
w h o  on ly  finds h is  life 's w ork , as D an te  w o u ld  say, nel mezzo del cammin, in  
in term ed iacy , a long  a jo u rn ey  ab an d o n ed  or m o m en ta rily  obscured . L ike Bilbo,
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D am  achieves an  u n ex p ec ted  a n d  life-chang ing  tr iu m p h  in  m id d le  age. In  th is as 
in  m an y  o ther w ays, th e  in te rm ed iacy  of The Hobbit as a tex t is secu red  b y  the 
in te rm ed iacy  of Bilbo h im self. In d eed , th o u g h  a t th e  beg in n in g  Bilbo seem s a fish 
o u t of w ater, u ltim a te ly  th ere  is an  increasing  cong ruency  be tw een  Bilbo an d  h is 
ex p an d ed  te rra in  s im p ly  because  bo th  are  so in te rm ed ia te . W h a t Jean M acIn tyre  
calls B ilbo 's "com ic inco n g ru ity  in  th e  hero ic  w o rld "  (16) in  fact h a s  considerab ly  
lessened  b y  th e  en d  of the  book, as Bilbo an d  h is  w o rld  find  a com m on 
in term ed iacy .
In te rm e d iacy  a n d  th e  F a sh io n in g  of M id d le -e a rth
T he rep resen ta tio n a l in te rm ed iacy  is n o t on ly  in  th e  dep ic ted  w orld , 
th o u g h , b u t in  T o lk ien 's  o w n  deve lop ing  com positional process. T olkien  w as 
b rin g in g  a H obb it in to  a m ytho log ica l w o rld  th u s  far p o p u la ted  largely  b y  Elves, 
w ith  M en as im p o rtan t su p p o r tin g  cast m em b ers a n d  D w arves as m in o r v illains 
an d  com ic relief. I t is th u s  no tab le  th a t B ilbo 's h is to ric ity  a n d  contingency  is 
associated  w ith  the  Dwarves w hose  com pany  h e  joins, n o t a t all w ith  th e  Elves 
w h o  so adm ires. A side  from  h is  one m o m en t of com m on cause w ith  Bard, Bilbo 
is sim ilarly  d e tach ed  from  th e  M en dep ic ted  in  the  book, w h o se  d iv ision  in to  tw o 
political u n its  para lle ls  th a t be tw een  R ohan  an d  G ondor in  The Lord of the Rings— 
an  o lder k in g d o m  rev iv ed  b y  a re su rg en t heir, an d  a n ew er k in g d o m  w ith  a less 
fancy  d ynastic  ap p ara tu s . Elves a n d  M en are vague, m ore  m y th ic  th a n  h istorical. 
Indeed , th e  re ad e r w ho  has re a d  The Lord of the Rings an d  re tu rn e d  to The Hobbit 
is p ro b ab ly  d isconcerted , th in k in g  G ondo lin  is a m isp rin t for G ondor, a p lace still 
po litically  an d  even  geolog ically  ex tan t in  B ilbo 's tim e, w hose  Dunadan 
w o rk m an sh ip  m ig h t w ell have  trick led  a few  h u n d re d  m iles n o rth w es tw ard .
T o lk ien 's  ach ievem en t w as n o t ju s t to  hook  h is  Hobbit w o rld  to  the 
S ilm arillion  w orld . I t w as th e  inven tion  of an  in te rm ed ia te  p a s t to  p lau s ib ly  
connect th em  a n d  su tu re  them . In  th is w ay, it is the  Dwarvish, n o t the  E lvish, p as t 
in  The Hobbit th a t sets th e  p receden t. T he D w arv ish  p a s t is accessible, on ly  a 
couple  of gen era tio n s old, an d  is ep itom ized  in  p laces that, a lth o u g h  perilous 
an d  d is tan t, a re  accessible, can be v isited , are n o t u n d e r  th e  w ave. T he D w arv ish  
past, an d  th e  k in g d o m  of E rebor th a t rep resen ts  it, are m o d els  for th e  G ondor 
an d  R ohan  la te r to  be  in v en ted  by  Tolkien: richer, o ld er cu ltu res th a n  th a t of 
hobbits, b u t n o t so anc ien t a n d  im p o sin g  so as to be en tire ly  in co n g ru en t w ith  
them . F im i (196) links the  "ad d itio n  of th e  Second an d  T h ird  A ges" w ith  
T o lk ien 's  "exp erim en tin g  w ith  th e  gen re  of th e  novel."  T he D w arfish  p a s t in  The 
Hobbit, in  its in te rm ed ia te  th ickness, its suggestive context, w as th e  m odel for th is 
ad d itiv e  experim en ta tion . T here is an o th e r p a s t in  The Hobbit th a n  the 
S ilm arillion  past, w h ich  as R ateliff h as  show n, veers be tw een  b e in g  b o th  ad jacen t 
to  a n d  far d is tan t from  th e  action. In  The Lord of the Rings, a far n ea re r p as t is 
available. For instance, w h en  th e  hobb its take  sw o rd s  from  the  B arrow -w ights,
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Elrond finds they are the work of men of Westernesse—medieval, intermediate, 
as it were. These swords' owners were Numenoreans defending the rump 
kingdoms of Arnor against the Witch-King, thousands of years before. These 
rump kingdoms were thousands of years nearer to the late Third Age action than 
was Gondolin, destroyed by Morgoth in the First Age. It is as if in one book 
characters discovered the Parthenon, and in its sequel the stained-glass windows 
of Mont Saint-Michel.
The closeness of the original conception of hobbits to the Silmarillion 
material is perhaps one of the reasons the legendarium does not go into the 
origin of hobbits beyond their first sighting in the vales of Anduin. This origin 
might have been assigned a First Age date which became implausible after so 
many layers of history were put between T he H o b b it  and the Silmarillion. 
Ultimately, of course, hobbits are not given an origin because they stand in for 
the reader of the text—in both our littleness and in our modernity, in contrast to 
the great actors of storied realms. But in Tolkien's world, the ordinary can be 
seen as miraculous by others, as when Theoden says of Merry, "here before my 
eyes stand yet another of the folk of legend" (L o tR  III.8.557). The potential woven 
into Tolkien's incipient Middle-earth world in T he H o b b it  is full of this sort of 
reversibility. For instance, we are presented, in T he L ord  o f  the  R in g s , with the idea 
that Wilderland is the conventional, Westron name for Rhovanion. Yet in fact 
Rhovanion, although a word with a perfect linguistic pedigree in Sindarin, is a 
word invented in T he L ord  o f  the  R in g s .  Wilderland (itself we might note, 
reminiscent as a name of Wonderland) has already been established in The  
H o b b it, and Tolkien needed something for the Eldar and Numenoreans to call it. 
Tolkien's singular achievement is bound up in this sense of intermediacy, of 
people and places being in the middle, with more around them in terms of detail 
and nuance than is needed for a conventional narrative. Bilbo's being middle- 
aged yet unfulfilled was a kind of origin-point for this intermediacy, reflecting on 
the biographical level what later and more systematically was instilled on the 
representational level. This suggests that the character of Bilbo is far more crucial 
to the very nature of Tolkien's represented world than is usually taken to be the 
case.
At the beginning of Carroll's T h ro u g h  the  L o o k in g  G lass, Alice is said to be 
"getting a little giddy with so much floating in the air, and was rather glad to 
find herself walking again in the natural way" (12). The strange experiences of 
these children's books are yet dependent on a sense of normality, with the 
readers' experience lying somewhere between the two. Intermediacy is as much 
there as sublimity or the abyss. Tolkien uses the device of a detailed, intricate 
past in excess of what is needed for strictly motivational or plot reasons. Tolkien 
showed that maps of terrain through which the hobbit and others walk in their 
natural way could also be those that most powerfully transport us to other
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realm s, as w ell as th a t m ean in g fu l jou rneys, those  w ith  th e  in n e r consistency  of 
reality , cou ld  s ta rt a t th e  m id d le  as w ell as n e a r th e  b eg in n in g  of life. The 
b io g raph ic  in te rm ed iacy  of Bilbo B aggins w as a n e e d e d  sp u r to  th e  deve lopm en t 
of th e  rep resen ta tio n a l in te rm ed iacy  of The Hobbit an d  of a rea lized  M idd le-earth .
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